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The bleak news was first
presented by Franz Fischler, the
European fisheries commissioner
to a meeting of Irish fishermen in
Dublin last month: closure of
fisheries around Ireland, Britain
and other areas of the north-east
Atlantic for cod and related
species were likely to be the last
chance for any sort of recovery
and sustainable future for fishing
for these species.
Scientists from the International
Council for the Exploration of the
Seas (ICES) advised the European
Commission and national
governments that all fisheries that
target cod in the North Sea and
other areas of the north-east
Atlantic should be closed. The
chance of ‘collapse must be
seriously considered’, the
scientists advised. Cod are also
caught as by-catch in mixed
fisheries such as haddock,
whiting, flatfish, shrimp and prawn
fisheries. ICES is recommending
that these fisheries should also be
closed unless they can
demonstrate that they are not
causing a cod by-catch.
The council’s advisory
committee on fisheries
management reviews in total 135
fish and shellfish stocks. For the
past 17 years the amount of cod
reproducing in this area is
calculated to be below the
‘biomass precautionary reference
point,’ they said. But even these
closures might not be enough to
save the cod industry. The ICES
report admits that current cod
populations are ‘so far below
historic sizes that both the
biological dynamics of the stock
and the operations of the fisheries
are unknown’. Cod stocks in the
Irish Sea remain ‘outside of safe
biological limits’, the report says
and the authors do not consider
historic experience and data
reliable for medium-term forecasts
of fish population dynamics under
various rebuilding scenarios.
ICES is the independent,
intergovernmental, scientific body
which is the main provider of
scientific advice on fisheries and
environmental issues in the north-
east Atlantic to national
governments and regulatory
commissions. David Griffith,
general secretary of ICES, said:
‘We have had to resort to
recommending complete closure
of these fisheries as the only way
of giving these depleted stocks a
period of time to recover, and
hopefully, to return to their former
productive state’. Cod stocks in
several areas have been in decline
for a number of years and are now
at, or near, their lowest recorded
levels. ‘Some attempts have been
made to reduce fishing pressure
on these stocks but these actions
have not given the fish enough
opportunity to rebuild’, the report
says.
As part of an emergency EU-led
recovery plan, a large part of the
North Sea was closed for cod
fishing for 10 weeks in the spring
of 2001 to protect juvenile cod.
The total allowable catch was set
at about half the 2000 quota, and
technical measures to monitor the
catch were put in place. But North
Sea cod have shown no sign of
recovery in population size.
ICES has recommended that the
fishery closures should be used
alongside other measures such as
recently agreed increases in
minimum mesh sizes to promote
the recovery of these stock until
there is clear evidence that they
are in a more favorable condition.
The EU has recently proposed a
rebuilding plan for the North Sea
cod stock biomass by 30% per
year. But ICES scientists are
advising the commission that
does not go far enough and would
mean the recovery of that stock
could take 8–12 years.
And the lessons from other
fisheries are gloomy. When John
Cabot sailed to Newfoundland
from Bristol more than 500 years
ago he found cod so plentiful that
sailors could pull them up in
baskets. At the height of the
Newfoundland fishery in 1968,
more than 40,000 people were
employed catching and
processing nearly 810,000 tonnes
of cod. By 1992 the species had
been so depleted that Canada’s
government suspended fishing in
the area, including the famed
Grand Banks.
But the fisheries has not
bounced back as many
researchers hoped. The number of
young cod dying in waters off the
coast of Nova Scotia has more
than doubled over the past
decade. Marine biologists suspect
cooler water temperatures, natural
predators and ultraviolet radiation
might be affecting the vulnerable
species, but they can’t pinpoint
definitive causes. Researchers
estimate that the death rate of
young cod in waters east of
Halifax to the Grand Banks and
north to the coast of Labrador
reached 50%, up from an annual
average of 15–20%. At the time
scientists suspected cod was
being fished to near extinction and
needed a reprieve to recover. But
10 years after the suspension, the
stocks are still low and scientists
say they could be facing a new,
more elusive problem.
‘There is clear evidence from
worldwide studies of changes in
community structure in marine
ecosystems as a result of fishing
pressure. Off the coast of British
Columbia reduction in cod stocks
is believed to have led to an
increase in lobster survival, which
caused an increase in fishing
effort for lobsters. As these stocks
then declined sea urchin survival
improved leading to an explosion
in their numbers,’ a new report for
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the conservation body English
Nature, says.
The Newfoundland fishery has
now switched to the growing
numbers of shrimp and crab
present in the absence of cod.
As the full realisation of the
disaster facing north-east Atlantic
stocks sinks in, British ministers
are also drawing up radical
measures. They plan to introduce
a network of large marine parks
covering thousands of square
miles. The scheme will extend the
current protection of marine areas
from the limit of 12 miles offshore
to up to 200 miles. Trawlers, oil
exploration and dredging
activities will be restricted or
banned from such areas.
It is the greatest marine
conservation initiative in the UK
and the first time in Europe that
such radical measures will be
used. More than 20 per cent of the
North Sea, South Western
Approaches and North East
Atlantic could be protected by
scores of protected sites.
Fisheries minister Elliot Morley
said: ‘We have to take this issue
seriously, we can’t ignore the
scientific advice.’
The British government is using
the European Habitats Directive
which allows large swathes of
land and sea to be given
protected status. The restrictions,
similar to those governing
National Parks, would override the
Common Fisheries Policy under
which fishing vessels from any EU
country can operate in waters of
other member states.
Teams from the government’s
Joint Nature Conservation
Committee have started
identifying large tracts of ocean
they want safeguarded from
further destruction. These include
the Darwin Mounds, large coral
formations which were discovered
in 1998 and reveal the impact of
overfishing, with deep scars
caused by trawlers dragging their
nets over the fragile corals. Lying
in water hundreds of feet deep
100 miles north-west of Cape
Wrath at the north-west tip of
mainland Britain, they extend
across hundreds of square miles
and are thought to be at least
4,500 years old.
But recent studies reveal just
how much damage is been done.
‘It is likely that most of the North
Sea sediment communities are
now characterised by fast-
growing opportunistic species
which can survive repeated
disturbance, or fast-moving
scavengers which feed on the
damaged animals left behind after
the passage of fishing gear,’ the
English Nature report says. ‘Such
impacts from fishing gear have
been a feature of much of the
North Sea and English Channel
since the beginning of the
twentieth century, with the
intensity of fishing noticeably
increasing with the introduction of
motor trawling in the 1940s. With
this historic level of fishing, it is
difficult to find baseline data to
demonstrate how the North Sea
looked without fisheries impacts’.
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Out in the cold: Fishing boats lie idle in habour during bad weather but the latest research suggests that there are few cod fish stocks
left in the north-east Atlantic to make fishing for them viable. Scientists recommend a moratorium as a minimum measure to preserve
any fishing industry for these stocks in the future. (Photo: Science Photo Library.)
